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mormon trail network in nebraska
A new look

1846 1868
stanley

B

kimball

for more than twenty years during the mid nineteenth century
cormons traversed southern
between 1846 and 1868 thousands of mormons
nebraska going east and west utilizing a network of trails aggregating
well over 1800 miles considerably more than the famous 1300
mile long mormon trail from nauvoo illinois to the valley of the
great salt lake
to date interest in and knowledge of these nebraska trails has
focused largely on the pioneer route of 1847 but there were many
other trails and variants A new picture of mormon migration in
nebraska is emerging showing that state to have been much more
cormons than has heretofore been recognized we
widely traveled by mormons
are just now beginning to appreciate the dimensions and magnitude of
the mormon use of nebraska trails see foldout map on preceding page
these trails and variants may be grouped into three basic categories
time periods and degrees of importance as follows
1

the

mormon pioneer trail of 1847 from winter
quarters to present day wyoming used throughout the
emigration period 1846 68 it is the best known of all
mormon trails in nebraska there are however several
little known variants
variant A at least four alternate routes between
the missouri river and the elkhorn river
1

Edwards ville
stanley kimball a professor of history at southern illinois university at edwardsville

is

historian of the

mormon pioneer trail foundation
diane clements is the cartographer of the map on the preceding page
qI say utilized rather than developed for there is scant evidence that the mormons
cormons blazed as much as one
cormons always used available roads and trails the
linear mile of trail in nebraska or anywhere else mormons
piane
plane
platte river is just that in reality the original
legend that they established the famous trail north of the piatte
cormons
oregon trail was north of the platte before it was moved to the south bank mormons
Mor mons like many others did
course create small variants here and there in response to high water bad weather the fear of cholera the
of coursecreate
desire to avoid crowds and messy campsites and the scarcity of feed for animals
strctly romantic we
the concept of western trails as two wagon ruts disappearing into the sunset is strictly
should rather think in terms of corridors yards hundreds of yards even thousands of yards wide
1
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variant B the lone tree variant between genoa
and grand island and between columbus and grand
island

variant C
variant D

the grand island bypass
the shinn ferry crossing

connecting

the 1847 trail with the oxbow trail
variant E the fort kearney crossing connecting
the 1847 trail with the oregon trail
roubadeaux
badeau pass and mitchell
Rou
variant F the roubadeau
pass variants west of Scotts
scottsbluff
bluff and south of the
platte river

the oregon trail along the little blue and platte
rivers via ash hollow to the wyoming line the mormons
cormons
2

used all or part of this trail and its variants from at least
1849 through 1868
variant A the oxbow variant between nebraska
city and fort kearney 1849 64
variant B the wahoo variant of the oxbow
variant C the mormon variant of the oxbow
variant D the bethlehem or plattsmouth
Platt smouth ferry
variant between the missouri river and the oxbow
variant E the nebraska city cutoff variant
between nebraska city and fort kearney 1864 66
variant F the wyoming variant north of
nebraska city
variant G the upper california crossing
variant via courthouse rock 1859 64
between the upper
california crossing of the oregon trail along lodgepole
mormons used this trail between
creek into wyoming the cormons
1864 and 1867
3

the lodgepole creek trail

while the above list which atomizes the mormon trails system in
nebraska is useful and necessary it is much more practical and simple
to observe that we actually have but two main trails the mormon and
the oregon these trails have many variants much like two ropes
frayed at both ends and stretched along the north and the south
banks of the platte river
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THE TRAILS

mormon pioneer trail of 1847
the famous mormon pioneer trail of 1847 which needs little
description here began at winter quarters present day florence
nebraska just north of omaha and generally followed the north
bank of the platte river for 504 miles according to william clayton
to the current wyoming line
the mormon use of this pioneer route has been well marked by
the state of nebraska the daughters of the american revolution
and the latter day saints in the winter quarters area there are
markers at the west entrance of the south span of the mormon pioneer
memorial bridge which carries 1 680 across the missouri river one at
the approximate site of the old mormon mill at 9200 north 30th
street two in the florence city park several at the mormon pioneer
cemetery at state and 34th streets and one in the mormon visitors
center across the street from the cemetery
mormons are found at the intersection
other markers referring to the cormons
of 64th street and old highway 36 just south of the north omaha
airport in barnard park at fremont in the fremont state recreation
ames in genoa city
area just west of fremont one half mile east of
odames
ofames
park on highway 14 just south of fullerton at the mormon island
state wayside area on 1 80 at the grand island exit west of second
avenue in kearney just north of
oflexington
lexington on highway 2211 at an 1 80
cozad on the grounds of the lincoln
rest stop about five miles east of
ofcozad
county museum in north platte immediately north of the platte at
trisection
of highway 26 the
bridgeport at the intersection
Belt line highway and at the burlington railroad tracks east of the
bertline
beltline
scottsbluff
bluff as well as one quarter mile west along these tracks
town of Scotts
this trail north of the platte river later became famous because
brigham young led the mormon pioneer exiles along it in 1847
mormons in 1846 during july of that
however it was used by some cormons
year brigham young dispatched some pre pioneers to the grand
island area by 27 july their leader bishop george miller was at
the pawnee village about 120 miles west of winter quarters on
a well known and well worn trappers trail eventually fourteen
families settled at the pawnee village but by mid september they
had either returned to winter quarters or followed bishop miller
north to winter on the ponca river with some friendly indians 2
2for
or a more complete discussion of this group of pioneers see lawrence G coates
ifor
mormons
cormons and indians in nebraska 274
300
500 in this issue
274300
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variants of the 1847 trail
the first set of variants developed when several ferries crossing
the missouri river gave rise to different routes to the elkhorn river
the mormon ferry was near the mouth of mill creek about one half
mile above today s mormon pioneer memorial bridge at florence
cormons
Mormons A second ferry was at
this was the major ferry used by the mormons
ville approximately where
Kanes
kanesville
trader s point almost due west of ganesville
1 80 crosses the missouri river today
A third crossing was just north
of old bellevue nebraska s oldest city founded in 1822
to the north of winter quarters about twelve miles was the
so called wet weather variant westward from old fort atkinson
which had been built in 1820 to protect the american fur trade it
was built at the site of the original council bluffs subsequently the
name council bluffs drifted downstream and across the river to the
present day city of the same name in iowa this variant followed
very closely the trail which major stephen H long used on his well
known expedition of 1820
cormons also used a short trail north to the fort atkinson
the mormons
area where they established summer quarters for haying farming
and grazing purposes like others before and after them they used
the mud bricks of ruined fort atkinson which had been abandoned
in 1827 for their own purposes
along these variants there are only two mormon markers one
cormons
marks the semilegendary mormon hollow where some mormons
allegedly wintered in 1846 no hard evidence supports the existence
of a mormon camp there but the tale is persistent mormon hollow
is located in the fontenelle forest natural landmark north of bellevue
the marker which was erected by some boy scouts in 1932 has since
been thoroughly vandalized and nothing is left but the cobblestone
base this base can be reached from camp wakonda off forest drive
or by following the burlington and northern railroad tracks for
four tenths of a mile south of childs road the ruined marker is just
to the west of the tracks the second marker which refers to the
mormons
cormons is located in the amelia hill rest area off the south lane of
1 80 in sarpy county
two variants of the pioneer trail of 1847 developed along the
cormons corded
forded this stream near present day
loup river the early mormons
1857 a downstream ford was discovered near
fullerton later in 1837
genoa which the mormons
cormons established as a way station that same
year from this ford the trail angled southwest along the platte
reaching the 1847 trail a few miles east of grand island in 1858 a
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all pictures courtesy ofbruce elm
hm

elkhorn river crossing

stone marker at the site of the lone tree
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loup near today s columbus
since both of these variants passed the famous lone tree they can
be dubbed the lone tree variants
cormons
Mormons
three markers along these lone tree variants refer to the mormons
the first is in the genoa city park although genoa was first laid out
ferry began operating at the mouth of the

cormons with distinctive ten acre blocks and 132 foot wide streets
by the mormons
following the compass none of that remains today current genoa
lg
consists largely of ig
1.6 acre blocks with streets 80 and 100 feet wide the
16
mormons
cormons were run out of the area in 1859 by an unfriendly indian agent
Paw nees another marker also comwho wanted the land for the pawnees
orating the famous lone tree is located in the mormon trail
memorating
mem
wayside area on US 30 nine miles east of central city a third is at
the western end of central city trees being scarce in nebraska the
lone tree was a noted landmark however it died in 1863
the only other significant variant on the trail of 1847 appears to
have been west of Scotts
scottsbluff
bluff the grand island bypass shinn ferry
crossing and fort kearney crossing were very minor variants most
mormons remained north of the platte all the way across nebraska
cormons
but a few including heber C kimball in 1848 crossed the river near
Scotts
scottsbluff
bluff and picked up the oregon trail which left nebraska via the
roubadeaux
Rou badeau pass until 1851 and thereafter via the nearby mitchell pass
roubadeau

oregon trail
the oregon trail the eastern terminus of which in the 1840s was
independence missouri entered nebraska near present day steele
city jefferson county and followed the little blue and platte rivers
cormons
via ash hollow and chimney rock across the state the mormons
used all or parts of this main street of the old west from 1846
through at least 1867 this trail which lay south of the platte had
cormons
Mor mons especially for those whose jumping
two advantages for the mormons
off places for the west were already south of the platte it was a little
shorter and it avoided the difficult crossings of the elkhorn and loup
cormons to use this trail were thomas W cropper in
rivers several mormons
and joseph heywood in 1856
christian
1853 Christia
christianj
christla
christiana
njJ larsen in 1854 andjoseph
cormons picked up the oregon trail at Marys
ville kansas
marysville
marksville
other mormons
ten miles south of nebraska via the mormon grove trail out of
atchison and nearby mormon grove kansas 1 I have found nine
565
56.3
accounts of this all during 1855 563
563
among these nine accounts are those by
byjJ M coombs truman 0 angell matthew rowan and
cormons to use any part of the oregon trail were some mississippi saints in
henry I1 doremus the first mormons
1846 for a detailed study of the mormon grove trail
see my discovering mormon trails salt lake city
deseret book co 1979
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although the oregon trail proper is extensively marked in
nebraska I1 have noted only two markers and one museum exhibit
cormons on this trail the first marker is on US 183
referring to the mormons
twenty miles west of fort kearney the second is at the southern end
of bridgeport on county road 385 the museum exhibit which tells
cormons and features a full scale reproduction
the story of westering mormons
of a handcart is in the oregon trail museum at the scotts bluff
national monument there was at one time a third marker pertaining
cormons on this trail it was located at the sioux lookout
to the mormons
monument about eight miles southeast of north platte but this
marker has regrettably been removed to the grounds of the lincoln
county museum in north platte
variants of the oregon trail
there were at least eight variants of the oregon trail proper which
cormons used the oxbow trail came into existence in 1849 to
the mormons
connect fort kearney with the missouri river it started at present day
nebraska city and generally followed the platte in a huge bow hence
its name to fort kearney this trail lasted until 1864 when it was
replaced by the shorter and more direct nebraska city cutoff
the oxbow itself had two variants one which 1I designate the
wahoo variant followed the wahoo creek north from the salt creek
ford near present day ashland there was also what came to be
by what means 1I know not which
called the mormon variant
separated from the trunk route at the weeping water creek rejoining
near brainard
mormons using the
of the twenty two accounts I1 have read of cormons
oxbow and its variants none specify which of the three routes they
followed 4 furthermore all of these accounts indicate that the
mormons
cormons did not pick up the oxbow at nebraska city but to the west
Platt smouth ferry
by two differing routes from the bethlehem or plattsmouth
cormons because it was only
this ferry was very popular with the mormons
five miles south of winter quarters and council bluffs
about twenty
twentyfive
and during high water enabled them to avoid the elkhorn and loup
rivers crossings this ferry was used between 1849 and 1867 especially
during the high water years of 1850 52
along all these variants of the oxbow 1I have located only one
cormons located on US 6 in ashland site
marker referring to the mormons
of the famous salt creek ford
among those who took this route were
werejesse
jesse crosby ephraim green shadrach roundy sophis hardy
and warren foote
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another variant of the oregon trail goes by the name of the
nebraska city cutoff commencing of course at nebraska city one
of the many missouri river points of departure for the far west
cormons used this trail is certainly not well known today
that mormons
cormons seldom were in nebraska city itself rather
actually the mormons
they were seven miles north at an obscure village named wyoming
down river from winter quarters while far from
just forty five miles downriver
5

being one of the most important trails west this cutoff is considered
the last of the overland trails to the west it flourished from 1859 to
1866 when it gave way to the union pacific railroad this cutoff as
its name clearly indicates went nearly straight west for 169 miles to
fort kearney and shortened the distance of the roundabout oxbow
trail by about forty miles or twenty three percent two or three days
of travel and then as now time was money
mormons
Mor
mons switch to this trail seems
the principal reason for the cormons
to have been the indian troubles that broke out during the civil
war when many regular troops were withdrawn from military posts
on the plains the sioux cheyenne arapahoe and other tribes
seized this opportunity to try to drive the whites off the indians
ancestral lands
the town of wyoming founded in 1855
1855 as a river port was
mormons over nearby nebraska city because it provided
favored by the cormons
more open area for their staging ground and was well removed from
mormons
the rough elements of the bigger community although the cormons
built a few structures in wyoming nothing is left of the buildings or
much of anything else today
although most mormon emigrants experienced no trouble at all
with indians along western trails indian depredations along the trails
have been criminally exaggerated by films and fiction they like
many others did have trouble during the civil war especially in
1864 and 1865 in 1864 jesse N smith reported several deserted
and burned ranches orley D bliss saw a dead body at a ranch where
indians had burned eleven wagons killed eleven men and kidnapped
a white woman he also saw some indians burning another ranch in
6 5 jonas myers witnessed an attack on his freight train when indians
18
1865
1865jonas
tried to steal the cattle one white man was killed in that same year
one of the very few documented cases of a white mormon woman s
being kidnapped by indians took place when F C grundvig s
for a more detailed story of this trail see my discovering mormon trails 1I have found twelve mormon
trail accounts of this route including those of zebulon jacobs thomas briggs joseph W young orley bliss
henry ballard and F C grundvig
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wife jesine
desine was captured in wyoming not nebraska and never
heard from again 6
the nebraska city cutoff has been fairly well marked but only
cormons
four of the markers refer to the mormons
Mor mons the first is located in
nebraska city east of the courthouse at central avenue and fifth
street near restored old fort kearney established 1846
old
fort kearney had a very short life before being moved to present day
I
new fort kearney the second marker is on highway 2 near the
hospital in syracuse the third and fourth are located at rest stops on
the east and westbound lanes of 1 80 at the york exit
regardless of when and which of all these trails and trail variants
mormons used between 1846 and 1868 the trails all converged
the cormons
1

near the southernmost bend of the platte near fort kearney the
mormon trail and its variants remained along the north bank all
others on the south
since we have already discussed the mormon trail to and beyond
the fort kearney area we will now follow the oregon trail and its
variants west of fort kearney via ofallon bluffs to various platte
mormons crossed the south platte
crossings 7 until 1859 almost all cormons
at what came to be known as the lower california crossing and
proceeded via california hill and ash hollow to the south bank of
the north platte A few experimented with other crossing places
notably at the so called lower crossing and headed for ash hollow
reaching that camping site by the cedar grove route rather than by
the very difficult windlass hill approach
after the 1859 gold rush in colorado territory the oregon trail
was extended farther along the south platte river to a cheyenne
crossing in the area of
ofjulesburg
Ju lesburg colorado where a new crossing
dubbed the upper california crossing was developed after making
mshers followed the south platte river to
rushers
this crossing the gold bushers
cormons and oregonians however picked up the lodgepole
denver mormons
creek and followed it west to where sidney nebraska is located
today then northward via mud springs and courthouse rock joining
the older route of the oregon trail near present day bridgeport in
the various mormon accounts of traveling along the oregon trail 1I
perhaps the first serious indian trouble on nebraska trails was on 19june
19 june 1847 when francis weatherby
mormons
cormons
Mor mons and indians in nebraska
was killed near the elkhorn river see coates
296 this issue in the
cormons
Mor
same place a year later some indians wounded several other mormons
mons both attacks were made by indians
trying to steal mormon cattle at this difficult crossing the best known account of a mormon being killed by
indians was the case of almon babbitt secretary of utah territory who was killed in september 1856 by
cheyenne indians about fifteen miles west of fort kearney
for a detailed study of the mormon use of this section of the oregon trail see my another route to
45
zion rediscovering the overland trail in the ensign 14 june 1984 34 45
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have located only two references both in 1864 to the upper california
crossing the tip was reference to the muddy springs despite the
seemingly little mormon use of this fording area one crossing place
south of the lodgepole creek did acquire the name mormon ford

lodgepole trail
once overland emigrants started following the lodgepole creek to
present day sidney and north to the north platte river it was perhaps
inevitable they would follow it west into present day wyoming
1830 as a
what became the lodgepole route officially began in 1850
result of the efforts of captain howard stansbury of the US army
topographical engineers guided by jim bridger to find a route far
south of the mormon and oregon trails in order to avoid the heavy
snows along those trails actually parts of this southern route from
to fort bridger had been known to trappers as early as 1825
julesberg
julesburg
lesburg
Ju
part of the route was often referred to as the cherokee trail from the
fact that in 1849 a party of cherokee followed part of it through
colorado and wyoming to california 8
this southern route became especially popular after 1862 because
of a great increase of indian trouble especially sioux along the
northern route the mormon use of the route appears to have been
restricted to the years 1864 67
13

TRAILS TODAY

all of these

trails can be followed today quite closely in ordinary
passenger cars at no time during my travels in nebraska over the years
have 1I ever needed four wheel drive the accompanying map by
diane clements lays out the trails and modern roads clearly enough
to be followed if supplemented with an ordinary state road map for
the closest approximation of the old trails however travelers should
secure official county maps for those counties they wish to explore in
detail these maps are on a one half inch to the mile scale and can be
obtained from the nebraska department of roads at lincoln
scattered along these trails twenty seven markers one museum
mormons
exhibit and one visitors center refer to the cormons
Mormons in addition
mormons
Mormons
there are many other trail markers which do not mention the cormons
east of fort kearney are few topographical features of either
interest or significance other than the several rivers which had to be
ibid
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corded fort atkinson and fort kearney are well worth
ferried or forded
visits and traveling saints may choose to picnic at any of an assortment
of interesting spots the old winter quarters area the mormon trail
wayside area the mormon island wayside area which commemorates
an 1848 mormon winter camp on an island in that area mormon
founded genoa or other trail sites
the only wagon ruts east of fort kearney which have endured
roads railroads plows and urban sprawl have left few trail ruts in
nebraska are to be found at the rock creek station state historical
park located on an isolated county road north of endicott and east of
Fair
bury these are ruts of the oregon trail proper but many
fairbury
fairburn
mormon wagons helped deepen them
on the oregon trail and on variants west of fort kearney the
terrain gets a bit more interesting especially near the previously
mentioned sioux lookout point of interest are the trail ruts at
ofallon bluffs located at a rest center on the eastbound lane of 1 80
two miles east of sutherland
much more dramatic ruts which are more than six feet deep are
found at the california hill area about five miles west of brule town
center and to the north of US 330 these ruts are on private ground
and permission must be obtained to visit them also watch out for a
mean bull nearly as dramatic are some ruts at ash hollow to
see them one can merely hike to the crest of windlass hill and go
westward several hundred yards in the visitors center at ash hollow
mormons
Mor
are brief references to the westering cormons
courthouse rock
mons
chimney rock the scotts bluff national monument and the famous
ruts in nearby mitchell pass are also oregon trail sites that should be
visited
on the mormon trail west of fort kearney travelers should note
the 100th meridian at cozad beyond which rain was once considered
too slight for agriculture as well as some excellent and rare mormon
wagon ruts atop the sand hills immediately north of the north
platte river due north of hershey buffalo steaks may be obtained
indian lookout point located one
Ogal lalas front street
on ogallalas
and one half miles west of lisco on US 26 is well worth a climb
for the view as are the ancient bluff ruins six miles farther west
these bluffs however are on private ground and permission to visit
them must be obtained from the local rancher some slightly discer
ce
cernible ruts may be seen just north of US 26 three tenths of a mile
east of the ranch road leading into the ancient bluff ruins area
several miles east of Scotts
scottsbluff
bluff is an informational sign regarding
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wagon wheel marking rebecca winters grave

marker at rebecca winters grave with railroad tracks passing near the grave
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ve
rebecca winters s gra
grave
along the tracks

9

the

grave itself is one quarter mile west

THE RAILROAD

in conclusion a few words should be said about the mormon
use of the union pacific railroad across nebraska the iron horse
or at least its tracks started west from omaha on 10 july 1865
1863
unfortunately on the omaha side of the missouri river area there is
nothing except the union pacific museum to commemorate or mark
this event when the missouri changed course in the mid 1870s
ground zero was inundated and is now in the middle of carter lake
opposite pratt street across the river in council bluffs however
the golden spike monument may be seen near the intersection of
9th
ath avenue and south 21st street
cormons bothered using the railroad until the
few if any mormons
summer after it reached north platte 291 miles west on 2 january
1867 A few proceeded by rail to
tojulesburg
julesburg
toju
julesberg
Ju lesburg colorado after the line
reached there later that same year on 5 july 10 extensive use of the
cormons
Mor
mons however did not take place until after it
union pacific by mormons
had reached as far west as laramie wyoming on 16 may 1868 the
next and last main jumping off point was benton wyoming which
was reached early in august of 1868 during all subsequent migrating
seasons it was possible to go by rail all the way to ogden utah
which the union pacific reached on 9 february 1869 the last
spike

of course was driven at promontory utah on 10 may 1869

Win terss grave is one of many wayside graves that can be found along the old mormon trail
rebecca winterss
winterns
Scotts bluff nebraska the railroad was
rebecca winters died in 185
18522 at the age of fifty and was buried near scottsbluff
moved slightly from the proposed course in order to avoid passing over the grave at that time her grave was
marked with an old wagon wheel later however hebet
heber
heberj
heberdJ grant erected the permanent marker that can be
seen today

references to mormon emigrants at the north platte railhead are very scarce one of the few is by
simpson M molen who reported that in 1868 sixty oxteam
oxieam wagons were sent east to meet a large group of
mormons
cormons at north platte since the average number of people assigned to one wagon was five as many as
cormons at the
three hundred saints could have been in that one company similarly references to the mormons
Ju lesburg railhead are scarce zebulon jacobs and john hardie are two of the few who left accounts of being
there

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol24/iss3/6
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